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ABSTRACT .

‘ Recent research in agenda setting, dealing with the

ways people perceive campaign issues dependent upon their coverage by

the media has left unanswered the question of how context variables .

such ag political framing--the cohtext within which the media present

a particular issue-affect the agenda setting process. A study was

conducted to test the hypotheésis that voters have agendas similar to ~--

media agendas of issues that receive a campaign frame or context when

compared to agendas not receiving guch a frame. Two sets of data were

collected ,during.the 1980 United States presidential campaign: media

data .from television newscasts and the local daily newspaper were

analyzed. and reduced to 12 ¢ tegories, and audience agendas were

solicited from 356 residents—df central Illinois through telephone’

interviews. Demographic and interest variables~included age, sex, and

education. Results did show a strong correlation between audience and
media agendas for issues receiving-a campaign frame.”In all
conditions, television gas most successful in setting audience
agendas. Predictions for newspaper campaign agepdas were supported
for education, but not age. Women were more affgcted than men both by
television and by newspapers. Post hoc analyses|also produced ~ °
correlations between media use and -agenda setting, with television
strongegt late in the campaign. (JL) '
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POLITICAL FRAMING AND AGENDA SETTING
IN THE 1980 PRESIDENTIAL CAMPAIGN

The problem with much of the reéearch on how the media affect political
coggjtions is the failure to consider what Lang and Lang (1959) call the "second
hand reality" of the campaign. Similar to Swanson‘s_(1977) "melodramatic scenario,
the second hand reality of the ‘campaign is the aur; attached to the processes
primarily designed to reinforce po1itiéa1'supporters and persuade the undegidé&s l
to vote for selected candidates. This aura is most prevalent in presidegtia]
campaigns. kThe mystique of presidential cmapa%gns is evidenced Sy their ability
to attract journalistg from around the country and to monopolize evening, ﬁetwork
newscasts. Political research, with the exception of quasi-studies resulting

¢

in/popu1ar books by journalists such as The Selling of the President 1968 (McGinnis,
s 7

1969), has yet to determine how this aura affects the formation oflpo1itica1

cognitions 5} how Voters‘grioritize issues relevant to campaigns.

Two reasons may be fesponsib]e for this failure to consider campaign aura.
First and most obvious, is that such research is difficuit to conduct. Ebw goes
one define ﬁB*TfTEéT“éﬁ?E“fﬁ“fEETTTfé%é"fﬁé’ﬁ@i§ﬁ?€ﬁ€ﬁff6f’;eTevant variables? .
Also, in what time frame sheuld such a study be conducted? Such questions abound,
«2nd are actually rg]evantf;ot only to the study of aura, but also to the study of
all political behavior. A second t?ason for the failure to consider the political
aura and its effects on political cognitions is that the media present it in the
context of campaign activity. Many early studies have found that when thewmass

. media, espebiaTﬁy network television news, attempt to cover political campaigns,
. L %

they devote most of their time to where the candidates are on a given day, but not ,

3 ‘ ,
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to what they say about the issues (Patterson & McClure, 1976, Williams & Semiyk,
' . . 5 .
1978), 1 The viewer has little notion of what are the candidates' positiops on

1ssues presented during segments of the nev tthat are not part ei’cé;tinuing &

series on the campaign that typify network coverage ,of pres1dent1a1 campaigns.
4

Further, voters do not even know if some of the 1ssues they ‘read in the .newspaper

’

and see on-television ‘are even relevant to the campaign.

Recent research in the area of agenda sett1ng, or how people prioritize s

-

campaign 1ssues dependent on media coverage of them, may provide some preliminary

answers or solutions to the two preced1ng problems. First, some studies have
o
attempted to consider how the media communicate the political aura. Content studies .

such as the ones conducted by Hofstetter (1976) and Frank (1973) found that var1ous

v1sua1 presentation techniques, such as placement ofé1ssues and the use.of film,. o~

~

are used by the television networks to present 1nformat1on about pol1t1ca1 cahpa1gns.

Although these studies did not find any biases toward either candidate in the 1972
%

'pres1dent1a1 campaign, they d1d note some differences in how these visual techniques

- were used to cover Nixon -and McGovern. However, they did 'not study the impdct - r

these visual techniques had on how the voters perceived the candidates, either in

texms of issues or images. One study that did attempt to measure this impact on
1s§Ees or the agenda ‘setting effect, was conducted by Williams and Sem]ak (1978b) {

' They did uncover some differential agenda sett1ng effects based on visual and -
story placement variables 1dentified by both Hofstetter and Frank. However, .
.these findings were not re1ated to political aura. They did not consider the,
campaign context of the media agendas as Skesented in the 1976 pres1dent1a1 campaign.
Unfortunately, the problemywith the Nﬂ\hams and Semlak (1978b) study dnd
most of the other agenda sett1ng studjes conducted to date, is that the quest1on

of how the communication of political aura by the media affects political cogn1t1ons

d@n not be answered. The reason is that they typically suffer from methodological
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ecology. The common practice is to treat the story or news item as the uq;ﬁ)of

anaiysis, despite the fdct that the purpose of these studies is not to measure the
impacy of the various media on what is knovnabout all the issues of the day, but to
determipe how voters prigritize issoes relevant to the specific campaign (cf."zilliams
& Semlak, 1978a). In the traditional agenda setting study, all issues presented
by the media during the campaign are then rank ordered depending on the time or
column inches -devoted to each category of issues. This rank order and the rank
- order of campaign tssues identified by the voters are then correlated.to determine
the. agenda setting effect of the media. Recent studies have used this basic design
with cross- lagged correlations and longitudinal methods-to determine the causa]
_ effects the media have on voter agendas of campaign issues (Weaver) Graber, Mc€ombs,
//’ - & Eyal, 1981). The problem with this strategy is'that researchers. have failed to v
co\nsider.a basic communication variab]e--context.’ Studies aboond that indicate
he importance of context when considering the impact of ‘selected variabies on
specific audiences. For example, one series of studies found that context was
not accurately considered in the developement of "All in the EamiTy.“ -The intention
of the series:was to humorously depict racial bigotry to hopefully change stereotynes
of .selected te]evision viewers The impact, however, was to reinforce these attitudes '
through the prinoipal character, Archie Bunkér (S lin & ate 197@).
Aopiying7Eonteitwto”thedoooﬁunioation’of7issues relevant to political campaigns
is similar to what Dennis and Baran (1981) call framing. Issues presented, esoecially (
on network television nehs;ﬁsts,‘all.have some type of frame that hasg beeh deveioped C
over time and has resulted from the reoeated coverage of such issues. For examp]e?‘ : .i
! conf]icts in*the middle east have beenﬂput into a frame of IsraelilArab relations. :
The recent death of Anwar Sadat is a good examole. Not oply wa¢ his assassination a
topic of many news accounts, but also the impact his death would have on,peace' P .

treaties with Israel. Viewers of te]eviSion news expect, at least subgonSCiously,

ERIC o 0
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to have these frames when viewing sto[1es abdut important issues of the day. It

¢

allows the viewer to- organ1ze the newscast and the issues in a meaningful way.

Hopefully, it also precludes feelings of -narcotization wh1ch)were popular grist *

Framing also appliesggo the communication of campaign 1ssues A1l three

fok the news critics in years past. \

. television network news programs had a series on the_1980 pres1dent1a1 campa1gn..
. In these series, the network& pot only gFesented thE‘day‘s campaign activities ‘
of the var1ous candidates, but also their pos1t1ons on some relevant issues./
Also, other stories contained in the typ1ca1 newscast also received a po]1t1ca1
fraﬂ; through interviews with candidates toncern1ng these issues.and, how they, ’
have 1mpacted their campaigns. Essent1a11f‘ the networks 1Aned some issues
contained in their newscasts to the pres1den&1a1 campa1gn and fa11ed to li#nk-

‘other issues. What impact does this 11nkage, or political fra /gnng, have on the
development of pol1t1oa1 cognitions? : .
A prel;minary answer to this question wag found in study conducted by
. W1111ams, Shapiro, Cutbirth and Semtak (1981) They divade% the med1a agendas
of the fhree television network newscasts and thé local, -daily newspaper into .
two agendas: one cons1st1ng of stories with a campaign link or frame and the
other'wtthout such a link. The media agenda havizj’the most 1mpacl~was the one

with’ the campaign link. Based on these'results, ey suggested that the actual

agenda setting effect of the media occurs when they give issues a po]jtical frame;

context is crucial to the study ‘of agenda setting dur1ng po]1t1ca1 campa1gns

The problem with th1s study, however, was that it did not cons1der the var}pus
n&nditions contingént to the agenda setting effect identifded 1n'ear11er studies.
}he purpose of this study was to consider suoh variah]es and how po]it{cal frami-ng~

aféects their role'in the agenda setting process during the 1980 presidential

campaygn. . ’ K

\
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Some of the categories of contingent conditidnarconsidered 0 past agsnda \
—— sett1ng stﬁU1es 1nc1uded~ demograph1cs, media use 'po11t1ca1 act1v1ty andz 1nterest.'

*The“demograph1c variab]es popular in these studies were: age, s€x and- education,
ot ~ .
A comprehensive study of agenda sett1ng in the 1976 pres1den¢ia1 campalgn,’

H conducted by\leaver, et. a1 (1§8,1) found that all th}ree of\hese"variaMes to
be important. Cons1der1ng age,, they f’und that older voters tended to have more

“

facts of political knowledge about a- few issues, but youhder voters were more g
- ] . S
‘attentive to the neys and therefgre exposed to more issues. Naturally, these )

mgdia use ahd po]itica] knowledge différences were manifested in different per-
f

ceptions of issues relevant to the campaign. However, hdw\they intervened in the
agenda setting process was not discussed. An ear]ier ‘study, by Mcleod, Becker arfd -

- p ~ .
Byrnes (3974) found that newspapers had mbré&of an agenda ‘sétting effect on o1der
. ~/ \ S - N -
Peaders< ‘ ! ‘ &
; » A3 : .

A second demograph1c ‘variable, sex, is also 1mportant in the agenda setting

,proces§ Gans (1979) suggests that news viewing behav1ors d1ffer>between men and

~

" women., weaver, et. al. 1981) show how this d1fferencé’re1ates to the formatioh of

/6rpt1ons of pres1dent1al campaign issues. For exaMp1e, males scored higher
0

1itical knowledge, defined as knowing candidates’ stands on 1ssues, and had

different agenda%,than“femalgs, Howeverl some of these d1fferences were fairly ‘
g ' i |
’, minor. Greatpr differenced have been found when educat1on was considered. A

*

" study conducted o%.Quar1es (1979) found that education was a stron pred1ctor

Wy

\
of political know}g/ge weaver, et al. (1981) suggest that edu t1on provides

the necessary precondition to want1ng po11t1ca1 1nformat1on ear1y in the campaign
wh1ch then leads to more 1earn1ng of 1ssues and, stanﬂs on issues. The result

4

1s that peop?e who are more gducated have a d1fferent percept1on of important
\
issues than do those wi'th less educat1onﬁngre1y bec use they know more issues

“ - and know more,Lbout them However, the exact ro]e sex and educat1ov/y1ay 1n\3he

.
" < . - .
ERIC ’ M
. ‘ » >
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agenda sett}ng process is unciear Hypothetically, people that know the most
about political issues were, at 1eastlat one time, most dependent on the media

for informatign. Therefore they should be most affected by the media agendas

If this logic :s accurate, then males should be most affected by campaign infor-

: matign\preseﬁted by the'media. Also, the more, educated person should have aggpdas

of campaign jssues most similar to those of the media during political campaigns.

The role education plays in the agenda: setiting process is moréicompiex than

Just prov1ding the stimulus for learning about poiiticai issues Weaver's research

on the need ormation, although not empiricaiiy 1inked to education in all
instances, suggests that education is one necessary precondition to the need for
information. This need has been linked to agenda setting. Defined as the

need for orfentation (a combingtion of uncertainty, interest and effort), high
needs 1ead to increased use the media which then lead to increased @genda setting-
effects ‘(Weaver, 1?77) Com ining these studies with those delineating the effects
of education noted above suggests that this variabie is an important contingent

)
condition to the study of agenda setting

Cons1dehnng media use; Weaver, et. a1 (1981). divided their sample into
three groupS' high newspaper/]ow television use .high newspaper use/low television
use and high te]ev1s1on/high newsgaper use. Tﬁey found that te1ev1s10n at its
greatest agenda setting impact for "the high television/low newspaper group.
Becker and Whitney (1980) found that medfa effects/’gg\greatest for audiences highly
dependent on either television or newspaper to the exclusion of the other.' Building
;iZm these studies, that audiences of only one source of news is more affected ‘
by that source, is that audiences that usé the media for information about political
camp 7gns shou]d be more,affecﬁed by these media than audiences who use the media
foy/::hz: purposes such as companionship. Sepcificai]y, if a yoter watches the
news to assist in making poiiticai'decjsions,.informatiog com unicated by stories

\
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_/ useful for this purp/;e»shou]d have md?e impact on personal agendas than if the
same person was watch1ng for enterta1nment or JUSt general 1nformat1on ~‘Such an
¢ argumentk1s the basis.for the uses and gratif1ca}1ons approach to the study of thé
media. Hqﬁever, this ﬁrocess f? certainly more complex tha(NEUsi suggested. For, {
if a voter js to De affected by fhe;e politically briented/i;ssages, content that
is communicated E:ou1d also be remembered, Therefore, teleQision news audiences,
watching for political information shoufd have an4inform$tion need gratified and
shov]d remember It least one étory related to this gratification. The same logic
N can be applied to newspaper readers; they should be éretified and remember at
least one story related to this gfﬁtificatién. \zg
The final category of va(iables relevant to the study, of agenda éetting
consists of political activity and interest. Considerinb activity first, Williams
‘and Semlak (3978a), in a study of the 1976 presidential campaign, found that politi-

cal involvement was an important intervening variab¥ in the agenda setting process.

Politica]'activity may take many forms rangihg from actua]ly'working_jbr 2 candidate,

}gs defined 9y Williams and nglak or d1scuss1ng political issues. Such discussions
-

may occur at profes;jonal meetings or civic c]ubs or groups. Regard]ess the

' ' person must have an environment conducgve to suth d1scuss1ops. Therefore, activity, «
in a very general sense, probably ;onsists of not only the number of political

. digzussiohs a person hag, but also the opportunity to discuss them Belonging to
clubs, etc. p;ovides such an erironment. Relating this logic to'agenda setting,gﬁ\\'
because activity, as defined abpve, probéb]y reinforces perceptions of issue importance
determined by watching or reading the newg, peaple most active should q]sé have

agendas most similar to those presented by the media. People low in activity will ¥
)

’ not have their agendas (learned from the )’nedia)_reinfcrced and will not have

their agendds set by the media-for campaign issues. -
_! Considering interest as a condition centingent-to.agenda setting, most studies
o . ’
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define it as one item measuring responses on a Likert-type scale. However, interest
in a p;esidential campaign should be intrinsically linked to a general interest in
national affairs and issues related to the campaign. Respondents most interest

1n a campa1gn should be more attuned to the media for 1nformat1on and therefore

be more affected by the med1a agendas of campaign 1ssues. Support for this
prediction can be found in the need for orientation research d1scussed above,

The role contingent conditions plays in-agenda setting is fairly clear: the
media set agendas only in specific situations. What is not clear from past studies
is how these conditions interact with &ontent variables such as political framing
in the agenda sett1ng process. If the predicted logic is supported, voters most
susceptible to the media agenda (socially active, 1nterested more educated, etc.)

should have agendas most simi]ar to media agendas of issues which receive a campaign

frame or context when compared to agendas not receiving such a frame.

1 -

" METHODOLOGY

Two data sets were co]]ected in this study. . The fjirst data set consisteds

'of the media agenda presented during the 1980 presidential campaign by the evening .

¥

network .television newscastsﬂand-the,1ocal,d§‘1y,newspaper. The audience agen awas

* 1

the second data set. '

»

The data were collected between September 15 (the beginning of the media
campaign) and October 31, 1980. The network agenda was determined by coding portions
of stories 1nto one of 136 content ;ategor1es with the content- segment functioning as
the unit of analysis. A story, as defined by the networks, could be separated into
more than one mutua]]& exclusive and exhaustive category dependent on the number of

jssues each story contained. For example, a story on Arab-Israeli relations and
I d * ”#

ke

[
S

\
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" how they impacted oil imports of the United éi;;é;\;éﬁ?H be coded as a middle east

category and as an energy issue. The 136 issues were then collapsed into twelve

categories. Thigreliabiﬁity of coding was assured by*consensus between two coders.
The television agenda was then computed by summiﬁg the total number of

seconds of each content segment in each of the twelve categories. Rank ordering

was based on the total time devoted fo each category. The result was thesaggre-

gate television agenda. Networks were not considered separately because of the very

high correlations between théir agendas.

‘

The newspaper agenda was constructa based on determining the total number of
N

column inches devoted to each issue contained in each of the twelve issue categories.
Column inches, based on a six €O o /format, were reéorded for each{segment and
summed to determine the overal ranks. The result was the aggregaie newspaper agenda,
Campaign framing was defified as all issues presented by the television networks
and the newspape; that were <directly, and overtly linked to either Ronalﬁﬂﬂé}gan or

Jimmy Carter. These stories were usually found in the campaign series. However,

_an occasional story with direct campaign links were found. These issues were

identified, those with campaign frames and were separated from the aggregate

-

newspaper and television agendas. The result was the construction -oftwo-agendas-— ——--
each for both television and newspaper. The campaign agenda consisted of stories

with campaign links and the non-campaign agendas consisted of all other stories

\
presented by the media during theltime of this study.

Audience Agenda

The audience agenda was constructed from answers to questions solicited in
telephone interviews. A 11{} of telephone numbers was randomly generated and
cai]ed by trained interviewers. In total, 482 residents in central I111inois were
contacted with 356 actually interviewed. The adjusted comp]e?ion rang/(completions

divided by completions plus refusais) was 74%. ” 4
I N '

ii -

"\
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The audience agenda was determined by answers to this question:

-~

When talking to ofhers, what is the most important presidential
campaign issue? .

~

i ¢
The total number of respondents naming issues in one of the twelve issue cate-

gories was recorded. Issues in the audience agenda were ranked based on this .
- N ’ .

total.

. Contingent Conditions

‘The demogrsphic and.interest variables considered in this study were
identified as,antecedent to the agenda setting process. Age, sex and education
were measured on Likert-type scales as in most traditional iss media studies.
.Using Weaver, et. al. (1981) as a gu{He1ine, age and education were dichotomized.
The samR194rasbdivided by age into: (1) forty years or over or (2) under forty
years of—age.. Education was divided based on college experience into: (1)
no ¢ollege experience or (2) at 1e;sz\svme—co11ege:experience.

Interest was defined by answers to three questions measuring interest in
nattional affairs, the 1980 presidentia1 campaign and in the is;ue elicited from
"~ the aud1encewagendanquestion_pnesentedﬂaboye The responses to these three items
ranged from very interested to v/}y uninterested on a five point scale. Responses
werg summed forming the Insgrest‘lndex. The distribution of rnéponses on this
index were divided into thirds wish the top third identified as very interested
and the bottom third 1abe11ed not very intereste&. ‘ -

The three intervening variables considered in this study involvéd measures
of medfé‘use. The first measure, relating to general use’ of the media.for News
consisted of itemszmeasur1ng the amount of time- spent: wqtching network and

local television news (two items), listening to radio news and reading the news- .

paper. Scroes ranged from four (no use) to twenty-four (heavy use). The sample

»
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\.»: B " ’ .
’ ?}‘- ."was . then dyyided into thirds for companisons to ‘the media agendas. .
. 2“ },} The second interwening varjable was designed as a more specific measure e
4 ' s

- ‘;ei of med1a use, It cons1sted of thg\fo11ow1ng conditions: recall of a story from

X,

FE

P i
%gs éﬁprev1ous even1ng, gratifications from television and newspaper for po11t1ca1
¥ /

;; S 1nforﬁat1on use of the med1um for infbrmation, source of medium for making i I

‘4

n.po11t1ca1 decisions, source of 1nfqrmatwon for opinfions about presidential canai:

dates,’and eva]uations concerning whi%h medium treats perceived important campaign

.. issues most, fa1r1y Two indexes were constructed, one each for television and
w ~ N ’
' .newspaper aud1ences The specific items included in these two indexes were:

r“

betigyed newspapers/television treated their! issue most fairly (1)f

4L ysed the newspaper/television as a source of information when making

i ?'«the1r voting decisiom\(1), .o
+ @ ¥ ‘
. go to the newsﬁaper/te1ev1 ion for information about their preferred

campaign issue (1),

" %ﬁbe}1eved newspapers/television. have the most influence on opinion's
/ i ‘ © 7 of the cand1dates g@g, and - o P

- i were grat1f1ed by’newspaper/te1ev1s1on~coverage of the presidential.

.campaign (4-12).

The values 1n parentheses were assigned to a respondent if they answered either

te]ev1s1on or newspaper to these 1temsra Therefore, if a person thouéht newspapers
N :

‘best answered these questions, they received a value of four (4) p1uslthe
.+ score from the grat?%ﬁﬁations measure. This measure consisted of four items
donstructed by Becker (1979) to m&asure the inforglation function of the media

“?w‘
r these items as

during political campaigns. Respondents were asked

[ 4

yapplied to television, then to newspapers Responses were coded on a three

Eo};% Likert-type scale. The va1ues, ranging from four (4) to twelve (12) were
; added to the va]ués obtained from summing scores of the preceding four items
, %ﬁﬁf presented above for both newspaper and te]ev1s1on The resulting 1ndexes were
‘ Tgiﬁbe1led Teﬁevis1on Use and Newspaper Use They were d1v1ded 1232-th1rds for

I""”#v . -
l\ﬂ;( S&Z \

e
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The third ifitervening variable, social activ%fy, was a summed ihdex consisting

. of tke following conditions: opinion leadership, participation in political discus-

ons, membership in professional organizations and civic clubs. The rangé‘df
a

Tues for this scale was from three (not socia!f? abtive)'?ﬁ eighteen (very

_‘;?ulggcially active). These sums resulted from the fo]fowing conditidns:

!frgquent1y asked opinions about presidential campaign issues (1),

‘//P - number of political disgussions (1-5),
number of.civic -clubs (1-6), and . ‘

number of professional organizations (1-6)
The summed value of these items was called the Social Activity Index. The distri-
bution of responses on this index was divided into thirds with the top third

being’very‘acﬁive and the bottozthird not being very active.

RESULTS L v

*

,//"“’/ The content analysis of the media considered in this study resulted in a \
twelve category agenda. The categories comprising this agenda and selecte? examples

| J

-

of their respective issues were:
1. .integrity in government - ABSCAM, Billy Carter, Richard Nixon;
2. nuclear energy - power plants, energy shortages; N
ey 3. social problems - abortion, birth control, crime;
4, foreign policy - Afghanistan, deggi}e, E1 Sa]védore;
5. campaigh - non-issues, ‘

)

6. debates - between Reagany Carter and Andersen;

~

social rights - bussing, capital punishment, civil rights;

defense - arms limitétions, military strenth, the draft;

O

inflation - gold prices, government spending, stock market;

10. Jjobs - industry issues and unemployient;

14
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~

11. Iran hostages - stories about their release; and

12, Iran war - with Iraq.
’%,%

These categories were then used to ‘construct the~gudience ageh%?. This pracedure
was used because the logic of the agenda setting\:xpcess suggests that the media
agenda leads to formation of the audience agenda; the time order js explicit. The

aggregate, non-camqaign and campaign media -agendas and the audience agenda can be

k]

£
found in Table 1. J

4

‘

Table 1 About Here

The most important issue in the aggregate agenda for both television and the
newspaper was the Iran hostage situation. Issues not receiving much attention

-

included: nuclear energy and foreign policy. The 6thery1ssues received fairly
equai treatment. The non-campaign and aggregate media agendas were very similar,
with the Iran hostages receiving muchmore attentinn by Both teHevision and newspaper -
</ than the other issues in the non-campaign agendas. The strength of the sjmilari-
ties between the television and newspaper agendas are indicated by the Spearman

Rho rank order correlations: aggregate agendas (te1ev1s1on/newspaper) .65,
non-campaign agendas (te]evis1on/newspaper) .72. Both of these correlations were
statisttca]]y significant. The campaign media agendas were also very similar to
one another, but not to their respective aggregate and non- campaign agendas.
Campaign agendas emphaswzed social rights, inflation, jgbs and other issues. The
correlation between newspaper and television campaign age las was .71. However the

lack of similarity between campaign. agendas and their respecyve non- -campaign

(camna1gn/non-
2

agendas were indicated by the very low correlattons: newspape

.campaign agendas) .04, television (campaign/non-campaign agendas)=.03.

1

The audience agenda reve?1s some CONSensus among respondents in this survey
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regarding the perceived importance of campaign issues. The most important issue

45;5‘ g tion, followed by defense, jobs and Iran. The similar empahses
v : ‘ . o

of media campaign and ausience agendas are reflected in the correlations,
espegja11y when compared to the aggregéte and non-campaign media agendas. The

audience/media cqrrelations were: television/aggregate = 03, television/non-
campaign= .03, television/campaign= .65, newspaper/agbregate= -.15, newspaper/
non-campaign= .12, newspaper/campaign= .31. The two correlations between the
medié‘tampaign and audience ;gendas were statistically significant.

Correlations between thé;te1evision and newspaper non-campaign and campaign
agendas with the various ag s etermined by the contingent conditions.described
earlier can be féund in'Table 2. Considering the demographic variables in terms
of the non-campaign agenda, telBvision had its greatest agenda setting influence
on: the‘1ess educated (no cof1ege experience), females and people ofer forty
years of age. Newspaper, non-campafan influence was gréatest for females and
people with less education. However, none of the correlations obtained for

’

the newspaper agendas were statistically significant.3 These trends were not

evident for the campaiéh agéndas preSentéd by the media. For television (campaign

agenda), the greatest similarities between the media and the audience agspdas were

found for: people under forty and females. The newspaper agenda was mbﬁt
similar to females and the more educated respondents. None of the correlations

between audience and newspaper campaign agendas were statistically significant.

The three indexes pertaining to use of the mass media accentuated the agenda

setting powers of television compared to newspapers revealed by the preceding analysis.

When considering the non-campaign media agendas, television and audience agendasz/r

were most similar for respondents scoring high on all three indexes. ®However,
-
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some of these d1fferencgf, especially fer the Television U§e’Index, were fairly

sma]]. Newspapers were most effectiygein setting agendas°for the same respondents,”

. _but not to the degreé’éttributab]e to television. Again, some of the differences’

-~ Mty —— .
between correlations were small for newspapers a those considered-in the analysis

e

of television's influence on audience agend’as;4
Similar resu]&ngere not found when the media campaign agendas were considered.
Television's impact was greatest for respondents scoring low on media use and

television use indexes and high on the Newspaper Use Index. Newspaper
campaign agendas, were most similar to respondents low on medié and television use
indexes and high on the Newspaper Use Index. Differences betwen those high

andilew on the Television Use Index were the smallest of these three sets of
correlations.

The final two indexes measured interest and social activity. The television,
non-campaign agenda was most effective in setting agendas for respoédents with
1ittle interest-or activity. The newspaper, non-campaign agenda had the most impact
on those low in interést,'but high in activ}ty. Television and the newspaper set

agendas for people high both in interest and activity when the campaign issues

were considered.

Table 2 About‘Here

) DISCUSSION

A traditional study of the agenda setting process, given the data of Yhis

studyg;you]d conclude that the media had 1ittle impact on the formatiop/of bo]1t1ca1
cognitions dur1ng the 1980 presidential campaign. This conclusion would be based on

the many near zero/&orrelations displayed in Table 2 for the non-campaign agendas.

£
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@ewever a much different conclusion would be reached if the Canpaign agenda is '
consjdered. In every compar1son of correlat1ons in Tab]e 2, the re]at1onsh1ptj'

N,

~ .
between audience and media agendas is. strongest for issues receiving a campaign ‘

i

frame(campaign agenda).

. The reasons for the differential effects of the campaign and non-campaign
agendas are obvious from the data presented in Table 1. The most perQasive non:
campaign agenda issué was the Iran war with Iraq 0ver one quarter of the non-

ﬂ\ campaign agenda was devoted to this issue. Converse]y, very few of these news
items received a campaign Tinkage which.is also evident in Table 1; only five

" percent of the television campaign agenda and none of the newspaper stories

discussed the war in terms of the presidential campaign. The newspaper ignored
the hostage situation and the war as campaign issues, suggesting a reason for
1ts minimal agenda setting effect comparéétto te]ev1s1on Obviously, the
aud1ence perceived the hostage situation as a fairly jmportant %ssue after
inflation. Respondents perceiving these issues as important were probably

»

affected by television and not the newspaper campaign agenda.

The issues that were 1mportant in the media and‘for the audience involved
economic and defense concerns (for the campa1gn agenda) In fact, solutions to
problems involving the economy and defense were among the_most hot]y contested
jssues in the campaign and.provided the greatest d1fferences between Carter and
Reagan. The emphasis placed on these issues and the percept1ons of their importance
by the e1ectorate explains the very nigh correlations deiplayed in Table 2 for

the media campaign agendas. However, there are two plausable explanations for

these findings. One explanation argues that the media ¢ r the candidates empha-

sizing defense and economic issues. This coverage the Tedds to perceptions of the
importance of these jssues by the electorate. This first explanation supports the

@ - agenda setting hypothesis.. 154

A second plausible explanation suggests that the electorate’s concern with ,1
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defense and econom1c jssués leads to conscient1ous efforts by the candidates to

discuss them 1n their many campaign appearances. Since the media campa1gn agenda

consists primarily of coverage . of these appearances, their campangn agendas are”

monopo]ized by ecaqnomic and defense issues. This explanation suggests that the

‘eTectorate set the média campaign agenda. S1nce,speeches and stands on -issués are

. \ . //
based,. for, the most part on responses. from people comprising the audiences for
te]ev1S1on and newspaber, this argument is a]so an acceptable” explanat1on for

the general results of this study. Only when causal relationships between med1a and

audience agendas are considered do we find support for the agenda setting hypothes1s.

A]thuugh beyond the scope of the datg in this study, previous research reported by

Shaw and McCombs (1977) and Weaver, et. al. (1981) have used cross-lagged corre-

Jational statistics to support the agenda setting hypothesis. Assuming that

trends in media influence 4n shaping political cognitions uncovered in studies of

Jhe 1972 and 1976 pres1dent1a1 campaigns are relevant to the 1980 contest, the
media have had a tremendous agenda setting impact when the campa1gn agendas are
consddered. This -impact is especially evident when' the correlat1ons\obta1ned
between the campaign and audience agendas are compared to those of earlier studies.

Past research has found practical significance in obtained correfations, but few

have found the number of statistically significant relationships of the present

ey
\

study. g T,

Ld

. The conclusion from these results is that the media are very influential only
vhen they present information in its proper context, i.e., they provide framing
for‘the issues. ﬁ;upport for this conc]usi::NEEh\Qe found in the study of agenda
sett1ng in off- election years ‘conducted by W1111ams and Larsen (1977). The relation-
ships between media and audience agendas in this study were fairly 1arge, many

being statistically significant, However, when Williams and Semlak (1978a) studied

the same audience, one year lafgr, these relationships were much weaker. The

.. 19 N
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‘ 1
the older, more educated person is more affected by newspapers and thé'yougger less
N A\ N

educated respondents by te]evjsion.

»

- 3

post hoc analysis of this possible interaction of age and education was .

conducted with the re§u1ts appearing in Tab]e 3. In all conditions, television was {
‘ -
most successfu1 in setting audience agendas. A]so in all but one condition, the
: /
agendas of the more educated respondent was most similar to the newspaper and tele-

wVvision campaign agenda than people with less educatdion., However, the less educated,

\younger respondent’ was most affected by television when compared to people with
'W ¢ .

some ‘education. In.fact, this correlation’is the highest appearing in Table 3.

These findings suggést two conclusions. First, the younger, less educated person

seems to be the most suscEptab]e audience for agenda setting by the media. Given

(J

that these agéndas were measured just prior to election day, this finding is not
surpr1s1ng given the results of past research. The uneducated voter tends to make
voting decisions very late in a campaign and knows the Jeast about the 1ssues.

e
'P;;;haog, in a last minute quest for some.1nformat1on, this voter frantically searches

’

for the most accessible mass medium that requires the least effért--television. A
second conclusion based on Tabjle 3 is the television, late in the campaign, does
have an agenda setting'effect. Research conducted in time periods early in presi-

‘dential campaigns has found newspapers best ab]e to set audience agendas. , Later in’

-

the campaign, the re]at1ve agenda setting impact of newspapers and te]evws1on 1essens
drama!ﬁca11y. This conc]usion has been supported by many time studies (cf. Weaver,
et. al., 1981). This trend may be~¢xp1a1ned‘by the need many voters have for infor-

mation as e1ection day approaches. As for the less ‘educated voter d1scussed agove,

most peop1e at least those with little issue information, consu1t sources of

S

information requiring the least effort, 1.e., television. The traditional var1ab1es

' discriminating between the relative agenda setting'impacts of television and newspaper,

L4

age and education, are irrelevant during this time period. N
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séems to be the most suscEB€;B1e audience for agenda setting by the med?a. Given
that these agéﬁdgs were measured just prior to election day, this findi;g j;vnot
§urp;{§ing given the results of past research. The uneducated voter iends to make'
votin% decisions very late in a campaign and knows theN]east ébout the is%ues{
-ﬁ;;;ﬁuﬁg, in a last minute quest for Some. information, this voter ;;:ntical1y searches
for the most accessible mass medium that requires the least effértl-te1evision. A
second conclusion based on Tabjle 3 is the television, late in the campaign, does
have an agenda settipg:effect. Research conducted in time periods early in presi-
‘dential campaigns has found newspapers best able to set audieqce agendas.; Later in’
the campéign, thé—£é1ative agenda setting impact of newspapers and'te1evisibn 1$ssens
dramd’icaily. Tﬁié conclusian has been supported by many time studies (cf. Weaver,
et. a]., 1981). This trend may beygxplained‘by the need ﬁqny voters have for infor-
mation as e]ec@ion day approaches. As fﬁr tﬁe less ‘educated voter discdssed ;g%ve,
most ﬁeop]e, at 1e$st those'with little i;sue information, consq]t sources of

Y

information requiring the least effort, i.e., television. The traditional variables

' discriminafing between the relative agenda setting'impacts of television and newspaper,

age and education, are irrelevant during this time period. N

4
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52 and .26, respect1ve1y, These findings support the conclusion that television

has a much greater 1mp§?t on personal agendas late in the campaign when prov1d1ng a

+ \t—

political frame. ST )
’ The ;emainjng indexes conformed to predicted relationships between social

- activﬁnf, interest and-agenda setting. Respondents high on interest and high in-
activity had agendas most similar to the campaign agendas nreséntéd by both med%&;“
This finding shows the importance of considering political discussion and social
activity as c1u§ters efn?e}atep behav1ors rather than the less comp]ex, single item
measures popular in previous studies. ,Further, these results point to the importance
of considering interpersonal communication in fufhrg agenda setting studies. If
political dlscu551ons, as deflned in this study, do reinforce perceptinns of
issue 1mportance determined by using the media, then the specific role the media
p]ay in these dlscuss1ons deserves more thorough 1nvest1gat1on For example, what
impact does credibility of the communicator have on the ab111ty of the medﬁé to
set agendas. Also, what impact -does qommun1cat1on apprehension of the audience
member have om how political discussions or social activity reinforce the agenda
setting ef%ects of the media. - |

The. final consideration in this study is the impact campaign aura has on fhe‘
Adeve1dbment of political cognitions. If one valid measuré of aura is to consider |

the political framing of issues, then aura has a tremendous impact on the formation

of cognitions. The results of this study point to the significance of considgring

aura and other media content variables in future agenda setting studies.




.page 21 \\
.52 and .26; respectively, These findings support the conclusion that television
has a much greater impé?t on personal agendas late in the campaign when providfng a

W

political frame. T

-

‘ The }emaining indexes conformed to predicted relationships between social

- act1v1ty, 1nterest and -agenda setting. Respondents high dﬁ interest and higﬁ‘in~
activity had agendas most similar to the campaigh agendas presehted by bath med{é:“
This finding shows the importance of considering political discussion and social
activity as c]usters of felated behav1ors rather than the less comp]ex, single item
measures popular in previous studies. ‘Further, these results point to the importance
of considering interpersonal communication in fufbre agenda setting studies. If
political discussions, as qefined in this study, do reinforce perceptiens of

issue impor;ance determined by using the media,‘then the specific role the media
p]ay in these d1scuss1ons deserves more thorough 1nvest1gat1on For example, what
impact does credibility of the communicator have on the ab111ty of the media to

set agendas. Also, what impact -does qommun1cat1on apprehension of the audience

member have ow how political discussions or social activity reinforce the agenda

setting effects of the media.

The.final consideration in this study is the jmpact campaign aura has on the‘
,deve1dbment of political cognitions. If one va1?d measuré of aura is to consider

the political framing of issues, then aura has a tremendous impact on the formation

of cognitions. The results of this study point to the significance of considering

. .
aura and other media content variables in future agenda setting studies.
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TABLE 1
N

AGGREGATE, CAMPAIGN AND‘NON-CAMPAIGN MEDLA AGENDAS AND THE AUDIENCE AGENDA

= ’
-~

Television
-Aggregate Campaign Non-Campaign Aggregate Campaign Non?Campaign

Newspaper Audience

Integrity 10% 9%

Nuclear 2 1
Energy

Social
Problems

Foreign
Policy

Social
Rights

Defense 9 16
Inflation 8 17
Jobs 9 13
Iran Hostages 12 13
Iran War 27 5

" 10%
2

12
31

9% 14% 9%
2 0 2

1 1
[ Y

12
51
1
14 0 15 . 10
24 | 0 26 3

Total 100% 100%

100%

100% 100% 100% 100%

NOTE: Tied ranks in this table, with the exception of zero values, are due to roundin

represent actual ties.

g and do ng?
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: C
‘ N
Audience ‘ Television Newspaper _
Variables Non-Campaign Campaign Non-Campaign Campaign
Demographics ° ' i ,
7
Age
under 40 e -.03 .68*% -.04 .28
over 40 . 24 .55 -.08 .28
Education X
Some College -.06 .69*% -.13 .34
No College .36 .63* 1 .20
Sex ; . .
Male .09 .56* -.14 .19
Female ; - A3 .86* .16 A1
Interest Index
High . -.12 7% -.15 .46
Low 12 .69* A7 .23
Media Use Index
high ‘ ' .40 .47 © .03 .14
Tow : .02 J7* .01 .37
; \ .
TV Use Index
High .05 .63* -.08 .30 .
Low .02 .68* -.18 .33
\ Newspéper Use IﬂQex .
High ’ .08 .74* -.06 .33
Low . -.04 L61% -.13- .26 ¢
. S—
Social Activity Index , 5/
-High -.03 - S L74% .05 - .35
Low : .08 .61* -.18 24
p& .05 —

.

_TABLE 2 - ,

CORRELATIONS BETWEEN TELEVISION AND
‘ NEWSPAPER NON-CAMPAIGN AND CAMPAIGN
' AND THE AUDIENCE AGENDAS -
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A TABLE 3 ' s

RELATIVE AGENDA SETTING EFFECT OF TELEVISION
AND NEWSPAPERS DEPENDENT ON AGE AND EDUCATION

Audience  Newspaper Television
Variable - \ )
A s . - . (

Under 40 , A
® ~ Ral
No College .21 . 76%
Some College ' .28 .68*

x\“ OVEY‘ 4% 7 . = ! !

No Cellege C .33 ’ .49
Some College o .42 - " . LT3%,

oy

-

\.%"* p .05

" NOTE: Corré1ations were bas;d on the campdign agendas presented by'te]evision"

and the newspaper. 4
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. a ’ NOTES

\

1Many reasons can be suttested for the failure of the media to coQér issues Wﬁéﬁ'

presenting information about the candidates. One maxipe that the candidates
essent1aT1y say the same thing in their campaign sppeches around the cdhntry. To

" constantly repeat these speeches would be“to add monotony to campaign coverage.

A second reason may be that issues are essentially boring and broadcasters'fee1 that
overage of campaign act1v1tes and not issues would add excitement to their programs.

Regardless, activity js more pervasive in campa1gn coverage than are the issues

(Tipton, ﬁaney & Baseheart, 1975).

2These agendas did not include the campaign (non-issue) and debates categoriies.

Exclusion of campaign activity stories from the media agenda is typical of most _

agenda setting studies (Neaver,'et. al., 1981).

3Statistica1 significance is not the real issue in these comparisons. Few agenda
setting studiesszj»ieve significance. Further, this test of meaningful results would
generally be mi eadinq'because of %ﬁe necessity to-achieve very high correlations
because agendas typically. consist of such few ranks.. In fact, these ranks represent
a synthesis of many respondents and 1ssues/i:;ries presented in the media. The

key is to loak for trends in the data thatffead to evaluations of practical signif-

jcance.

4The same logic as applied above is relevant to testing for statistical differences
between corre1ations. Some of the differences in Table 2 are over 30 points. This

difference, while not significant statistically, certa1n1y has practical siggﬁficance.'"
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